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Using Contribution Analysis to evaluate
small & medium enterprise support policy
Anthony P. Buckley

Abstract
This research illustrates a pragmatic approach to evaluating the small and medium sized
enterprise policy support in small or intermediate N research situations. A public interest
perspective is taken. The suggested approach is most appropriate in settings where, for a
variety of reasons, a study is unable to meet the requirements of a true experimental design
(e.g. random assignment, establishment of counterfactuals, control groups, random samples,
etc.). This approach will deliver findings on the contribution of the multiple factors
influencing a result and will show whether the implicit theory of change for the policy under
evaluation makes the expected contribution to the observed result and in what way. The
Contribution Analysis finds that the theory of change for the policy under analysis was not
verified in the study period. The outputs and outcomes of the analysis broadly support this
conclusion. Moreover, the study finds that the primary limiting factor on profitable small and
medium sized enterprise growth was the ‘limited endowments of managerial resources’
(Penrose, 1959) to manage the value-adding growth process and the lack of ‘well thought out,
well managed projects’ (Walsh, 1985) and not lack of access to equity finance as surmised by
policymakers. Whilst Ireland is used as the case example in the study, there are significant
lessons for policy evaluators in other late-developing states and in regions with policy
autonomy in the enterprise domain.
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